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ABSTRACT 
Using a socio-technical theoretical lens, this paper delineates 
and defends the claim that access to broadband-enabled 
serious computer games is necessary to bridging the digital 
divide.  Most of the research of videogames tends to focus on 
the potential psycho-behavioral impacts of this industry on 
society without regard for the unique social, cultural, and 
economic contexts of disenfranchised life. More specifically, 
little research examines how U.S. Latinos will access, 
consume, and use, in their daily lives, knowledge gained 
from serious massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs) 
via broadband. This void presents us with a critical moment 
for this research to take place and crucial theoretical and 
methodological problems. Latinos do not simply use 
videogames for entertainment or distraction. To adequately 
analyze and evaluate access to ICT like videogames via 
broadband, we must consider the larger structural and 
institutional forces, notably the cultural and social 
framework, i.e. social community informatics and social-
shaping theory. Such a multidimensional perspective would 
help reveal the structural factors associated with Latinos’ 
appropriation of videogames, and more interestingly how 
their experiences in the virtual world of videogames alters 
their perceptions of their real-life physical world. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Despite a common goal among academics, government 
agencies, community groups, and businesses to increase 
shared knowledge globally through the current revolution in 
technology and mass communication, a global “digital 
divide” persists, separating those with access to information 
and communication technologies (ICT) and shared 
knowledge from those without. The problem of access has so 
far been approached with an emphasis on infrastructure 
building. Conventional wisdom suggests that “if you build it 
[ICT infrastructure], they will come [unprecedented numbers 
of people will make use of the available shared knowledge 
afforded by ICT].” Prior analyses feeding the conventional 
wisdom, however, occurred in fields of dreams permeated 
with technological determinism: assuming one-way 
causation from technological change to social change [7, 58]. 
Some research suggests that the problem of access is more 
nuanced and complex than conventional wisdom would 
allow. Technologies are socially embedded and subject to the 
ebb and flow of cultural forces [31, 37, 42], and as such, 
require creative, unconventional solutions to problems of 
access. In this context, this study proposes a supplemental 
approach that could contribute significantly to bridging the 
digital divide—making use of the increasingly popular 
pastime of videogaming.  
 
The basic premises of this research are: 
 
1. Despite their low-brow reputation, videogames are 
essential to the social, economic, and political future of the 
United States. 
 
2. Serious computer games, like massively multiplayer 
online games (MMOGs), have been evolving over recent 
years to the point where they now demand a broadband 
infrastructure. 
 
3. Government-led interventions in the form of municipal 
broadband initiatives [20, 50] have proliferated recently and 
may prove useful in decreasing social exclusion of 
underserved groups in accessing the Internet and bridging the 
digital divide [44].  
 
4. Little research exists on the role played by broadband-
enabled serious computer MMOGs in the lives of 
marginalized communities, namely, U.S. Latinos 
 
Based on these assertions, this study seeks to better 
understand the current and potential cultural, social, 
economic, and political contributions of the videogame 
industry to the Latino community. The researcher will 
examine the role of broadband in the success of this industry. 
The paper will also examine the ways high cost prohibits 
access by underrepresented groups, crippling access to the 
effective use of the “serious” computer MMOGs that could 
most benefit them. This research assumes that broadband 
Internet access is essential to bridging the digital divide; it 
also assumes government interventions can and should 
reconfigure access for American citizens, who, compared to 
other industrialized nations, face greater cost pressures for 
access [8, 34]. 
 
  
 
2. ACCESS TO BROADBAND IS 
ESSENTIAL 
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My approach rests on some basic assumptions about 
American societal values, that our society promotes the 
general welfare, valuing equality and fairness over elitism. 
While facilitating, celebrating, and rewarding individual 
initiative, intelligence, talent, and  achievement, Americans 
also generally want everyone to have access to basic 
necessities—a living wage, food and shelter, health care, and 
education. The distressing pictures of societies—some of 
which exist within the United States today—whose members 
do not have access to these basic necessities provide enough 
grim evidence to make a good case for this argument. The 
main point of debate is what, within these general categories, 
constitutes a “basic necessity.” Certain items may begin as 
luxuries but become so ingrained in the fabric of society that 
the lack thereof becomes untenable for the society as a whole 
as well as for individuals. It is well known, for example, 
most 21st-century adult Americans have a high school 
diploma, use a telephone, and own a car because it is 
universally recognized that functioning within the social 
order would be almost impossible without these things. 
Traditionally, access to knowledge and innovation has been a 
point of demarcation between haves and have-nots. Owning 
a personal computer and having access to the Internet, for 
example, have been, until recently, considered luxuries—
certainly not basic necessities. The transition from a 20th-
century industrial economy to a 21st-century knowledge 
economy, however, is quickly changing the standard for such 
consumer items as computers and broadband access (Westen 
2000). 
 
Access to and use of broadband is a fundamental part of the 
solution to bridging the global digital divide. Most of us take 
broadband Internet access for granted, and some use 
computer games without even thinking about it. Research 
suggests that broadband is not a luxury, that it is an essential 
component of any developed country’s national 
infrastructure [8]. Citizens who have access to and the skills 
to use the Internet are: (1) more successful economically, 
with respect to education, jobs, and earnings; (2) more 
engaged politically and socially; (3) and receive more 
government services and other public goods than those who 
do not [26, 27, 34, 47, 53].  
 
But not everyone in the U.S. is fortunate enough to have 
broadband access and the skills to use the Internet 
effectively. A large number of people in the U.S. live in rural 
or technologically “underserved” areas where broadband 
access is not available [35, 48]. Many low-income, inner-city 
residents simply can’t afford cable or DSL-based broadband 
access. Public officials are aware of this need and have acted 
on it. The Clinton Administration, for example, championed 
the Internet and used the power of the federal government to 
encourage its growth. The Internet’s rapid diffusion in the 
U.S. during the late 1990s was supported by a wide range of 
federal policies: the privatization of the Internet early in the 
decade; the decision to exempt online sales from federal tax; 
Commerce Department grants for projects that brought new 
communication technologies to low-income communities; 
and the federal “E-rate” policy of subsidizing investments in 
Internet technology by public schools and libraries [14, 15].  
 
Such efforts follow a long tradition of addressing, at the 
federal level, universal service issues such as access to 
electric power, transportation, telephones, and other 
telecommunication services. That is, as we come to perceive 
that a service constitutes a “basic necessity,” the federal 
government moves to provide access universally across the 
entire nation. “Universal service,” then, is a policy tool [41, 
44, 45]. The “digital divide,” as an abstract idea, however, is 
something else, a political, rhetorical device. Successfully 
tackling the real digital divide that keeps people from 
accessing shared knowledge requires successful universal 
service strategies..   
 
 
3. GOVERNMENT TELECOM 
INTERVENTIONS 
 
3.1 Past Interventions 
 
Entry into the telecommunications marketplace is coming 
from many directions, including cable companies (e.g. Time-
Warner), wireless Internet Service Providers (EarthLink and 
Metro-Fi for instance) and electric utilities like Texas 
Utilities for example [54]. It is believed that when such entry 
is initiated by private companies, it contributes to the 
development of competition and ultimately reduces 
government regulation. Indeed, this is the vision of the 
Telecommunications Act of 1996 and the intent of the 
policies pursued by the FCC under the Act. 
 
Although convergence is contributing directly to 
deregulation, it seems paradoxical that convergence is also 
luring government entities like municipal electric utilities, 
municipally owned cable television systems, and municipally 
owned wireless broadband networks into 
telecommunications markets [2, 4]. It appears these entities 
see themselves as following one of the basic tenets of 
"reinventing government," namely the idea that venturesome 
governments should find venues to participate in the 
marketplace in creative ways and raise capital through 
innovative techniques. In many ways, these governments are 
acting more like the private sector. Just as for private 
business, then, venturesome government utilities see the 
appearance of competition in telecom markets as 
opportunities for growth and expansion. Deregulation in the 
electricity marketplace, for instance, creates incentives for 
growth as government-owned electric utilities search for 
ways to block new entrants in their local marketplaces. 
 
Government-owned entities have offered virtually every type 
of telecommunications and Internet-related service, from 
cable TV and local dial tone to ISP service and broadband 
networking. The most common communications service 
offered by local governments is cable television [25, 39]. A 
significant number of municipalities have entered the cable 
television market as either the exclusive provider or to 
compete with ILEC cable TV companies. Municipal 
participation in the cable TV business grew rapidly with the 
explosive growth of cable television during the early 1980s. 
However, government entrants into the telecom market hasve 
recently focused on delivering wireless broadband services. 
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3.2 Municipal Broadband Actions 
 
In this context, responding both to a technological imperative 
and a lack of broadband infrastructure, nearly 400 cities in 
the U.S. entered the broadband market over the last five 
years with the intent to develop and deploy some form of 
municipal wireless broadband network. Government-led 
broadband networks are seen as a competitive alternative to 
other high-speed Internet services and officials argue can 
help bridge the digital divide, promote economic 
development, and/or enhance public safety for a wide range 
of users [20].   
 
These initiatives continue a trajectory that has been 
developing for the last five years. In 2004, as newer 
technologies made it possible to offer wireless Internet, 
municipalities started entering the broadband market. 
Municipal leaders of this effort were creative, hopeful, and 
idealistic [21]. The year 2005 saw intense legislative 
lobbying by for-profit broadband services, resulting in a 
policy backlash against these first municipal entrants, 
unleashing a torrent of proposed state legislative restrictions. 
However, 2006 became the year of compromise and 
accommodation in which municipalities developed creative 
business plans so as to accommodate the needs of established 
service providers, as well as gain higher quality broadband 
service for more of its citizens. Telecom incumbents backed 
off from their intense lobbying efforts; as a result, a number 
of proposed state laws passed in a less stringent form. [4, 11]. 
This trend continued in 2007 and 2008 with additional 
municipalities entering the telecom arena, but with more and 
more of them outsourcing ownership and management of the 
service [23]. With the economic collapse in 2009, increasing 
numbers of municipal broadband projects were delayed or 
cancelled.  
 
Although these cities initially wanted to address the digital 
divide and poverty with their network, the business model 
enforced by the providers compelled city leaders to re-think 
their strategy [49]. The conflict may have contributed to the 
failure of these projects. Most important, this reveals that, 
contrary to expectations, municipal networks failed to 
deliver. As a result, the benefits of municipal networks are 
exaggerated and digital divide issues are left unexplored. 
Given the critical importance of access to ICT in the 21st-
century global knowledge economy, failure to assess 
municipal networks objectively and address the ongoing 
existence of a digital divide carries significant risks for the 
U.S.   
 
 
4. BROADBAND GAMES 
 
Since broadband access has major implications for our 
society in the years just ahead, the potential study of the topic 
is vast. Similarly, the impact of the videogame is comparable 
to that of the telephone, television, or Internet. The 
introduction of these earlier telecommunication devices 
resulted in revolutionary ways of thinking and real changes 
in the social fabric of American culture. To further advance 
our understanding of videogames as a subset media field of 
telecommunication, comprehend related policy issues, and 
develop a mature research agenda, we need to approach the 
subject within the context of a research program that 
provides economic, social, and policy perspectives. 
 
This paper focuses on the videogame and entertainment 
software sector because this industry has succeeded in using 
broadband to connect people worldwide via online gaming 
and software solutions, creating a virtual community as well 
as sharing knowledge from virtual experiences. Despite the 
enormous potential of these new virtual spaces to influence, 
for good or for ill, our real-world societies, currently very 
little research exists about the social, cultural, political, and 
business impacts of this industry inside the U.S [12, 16, 19, 
59]. 
 
Research suggests that all videogames have more than just 
entertainment value [9, 10].  Although categorization 
standards have yet to be introduced and different groups use 
different taxonomies, “serious” games provide educational 
influences on the development of social, cultural, political, 
and economic factors that are prevalent in today’s society [5, 
19, 38, 40]. Serious videogames, particularly serious 
massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs)1, can be used 
as effective ICT tools for learning, capacity building, 
economic growth, and social/professional development in the 
21st century. From an information technology (IT) 
perspective, Tapia et al argue they can also lead to the 
acquisition of tangible IT skills and a higher sense of self-
efficacy in terms of ICT use and take-up [51]. “Games 
require players to construct hypotheses, solve problems, 
develop strategies and learn the rules of the in-game world 
through trial and error.  Gamers must also be able to juggle 
several different tasks, evaluate risks and make quick 
decisions… Playing games is, thus, an ideal form of 
preparation for the workplace of the 21st Century” [17]. 
Computer games can thus serve in multiple ways to help 
bridge the digital divide.  
 
The Federation of American Scientists (FAS) follows this 
same line of thinking.  On October 17, 2006, they published 
the following recommendation: 
 
“Groundbreaking recommendations calling on 
government, educators, and business to develop 
comprehensive strategies to use videogames to strengthen 
U.S. education and workforce training were released 
today, … America's position in the world is increasingly 
dependent on its standing in the technological field. 
Summit participants agreed that features of video and 
computer games can make learning more effective and 
accessible by teaching players higher-order learning 
skills.” [18] 
 
Unfortunately, providing access to the cyber infrastructure 
for our population is apparently fundamentally different than 
providing services such as telephones and electricity [49, 50]. 
                                                 
1 World of Warcraft and Linage are good examples of 
serious MMOGs 
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Despite efforts over a decade to provide all segments of the 
U. S. population with low-cost broadband access, a digital 
divide exists.  As such, I believe that universal access to 
broadband-enabled MMOGs can be a key component in 
reaching some of the social, cultural, political, and economic 
goals of our society.    
 
 
5. A THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 
FOR THE BROADBAND + GAMES 
EQUATION 
 
In this section, I argue that ICTs are neither a sufficient nor a 
necessary condition for ushering in an era of universal 
access.  However, it is also evident that ICTs like broadband 
and videogames primarily driven by commercial interests are 
here to stay.  It is therefore urgent that a socio-technical 
approach that uses these vehicles be better understood in our 
information society. The social vision proposed rests on four 
key themes: 1) Going beyond connectivity; 2) Ensuring 
capability components, 3) Promoting content; and 4) 
Creating context-specific environments. In the vision 
proposed, broadband-enabled MMOGs are not inherently 
necessary or beneficial. The challenge is, precisely, to be 
able to tell when, and under what conditions, these ICTs can 
contribute to development for marginalized communities in 
the information society 
 
5.1 ICTs are not Neutral 
 
Theoretically, information technologies are not neutral. 
According to some studies, information technologies embody 
the values of particular industrial civilizations where 
technical mastery defines the dominance of one group over 
another [28]. Technologies are fashioned by social groups to 
promote their values [43]. To examine the digital divide from 
a critical perspective will enable the researcher to discuss 
underlying assumptions that inform cultural and 
technological inequality. Examining the digital divide with 
the goal of bridging it gives voice to those with far less 
power in the public discourse on technology in our rapidly 
changing society. It also poses new research questions that 
challenge and test the limits of long-held assumptions, such 
as the conventional wisdom about access to and ability to use 
technology or how new ICT are separate from any specific 
context or cultural understanding. 
 
5.2 The Information Society 
 
Classic works on the topic describe the information society 
as a meritocracy that enables a level playing field [6]. This is 
certainly the goal of bridging the digital divide. Expected 
efficiencies garnered from the integration of network 
technology, telephones, and computers can potentially 
revolutionize all industries, including finance, 
manufacturing, and advertising. New technologies certainly 
offer several potential advantages, including: stimulating 
economic development, facilitating electronic commerce, 
enhancing educational pedagogy, improving health care in 
remote locations, and providing an impetus for electronic 
democracy.  
                              
In Bell’s theoretical meritocracy, individuals from 
underrepresented groups can effectively compete with 
wealthy and privileged individuals. However, before this 
meritocracy is achieved, factors such as limited educational 
and employment opportunities must be addressed. Broad 
patterns of social inequality in education, work, and 
consumption opportunities are at the heart of the digital 
divide. The digital divide reflects an ongoing social 
inequality in the U.S. that can be explained by both a lack of 
vision and entrenched social, economic, and political systems 
[14]. Social inequality shapes diffusion rates and the rate of 
IT use. This unequal IT usage is a reflection of existing 
social inequalities. [15, 29, 30, 31].   
 
5.3 Universal Service Theorized  
 
The universal service obligation is a cornerstone of American 
industrial and regulatory policies. It is probably the major 
building block of the concept of public service which is 
central to regulatory policies. Historically, universal service 
has typically been provided by a monopolistic public or 
regulated operator and its financing mechanism has been 
designed accordingly.  The goal of universal telephone 
service has never been simple to define. Research has 
focused on what exactly this goal is and how it might be 
achieved [41]. Most policies surrounding universal service 
are strongly oriented toward the infrastructural aspects of 
telephony. This focus is reflected in the measures used for 
universal service: telephone penetration rates, whereby 
availability of service is described as physical access to the 
telephone network. 
 
As universal service moves into the information age, its 
context has forever changed, yet its message is still the same. 
In essence, universal service is about guaranteeing 
communication ubiquity, both within the home and beyond. 
However, universal service carries a good deal of telephone-
related conceptual “baggage” that needs unpacking if it is to 
be a useful principle for the Internet. If this is not addressed, 
universal service will continue to be a 1930s solution to a 
21st century problem. Measuring it in the information age 
requires a research design capable of identifying the societal 
effect of policy and impact of organizational/municipal 
design over time. Universal service needs to be forward 
looking to help build the broadband networks of the future in 
a manner that fulfills the vision of the Constitution. 
 
 
6.  LATINOS AS POTENTIAL 
BRIDGERS 
 
Because the digital divide is more than digital and a 
symptom of deeper, more important divides [3, 33, 46, 56], a 
discussion of the digital divide engenders discussions 
concerning pre-existing socio-economic and racial 
disparities. It is in this regard that special attention should be 
given, if any significant impact is to be made in mitigating 
this social ill, to the largest and fastest growing minority 
population in the U.S., Latinos. 
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Hispanics (i.e. Latinos) are rapidly changing the cultural face 
of the United States. This growing demographic has 
presented challenges and opportunities to program planners, 
policymakers, business leaders and service providers. The 
U.S. Hispanic community has grown from 22.4 million in 
1990 to 35.3 million in 2000, a 58% increase – over four 
times the total growth of the U.S. population. Studies project 
that by 2050, Hispanics will not only form the majority of the 
white population and surpass the African-American 
population’s rate of growth [22], but account for 
approximately 30% of the population compared to 14% in 
2005 [36]. Today, research already shows the majority of 
first graders in the top ten U.S. cities are Latino (Tomas 
Rivera Policy Institute 2008).  It is undoubtedly the fastest 
growing major race or ethnic group in the American 
population [24, 54, 55]. By these statistics alone, it is 
unequivocally clear that Hispanics will impact the nation just 
as profoundly as Irish, Italian, and Jewish immigrant 
populations who influenced and dominated the changing 
American culture of the 19th and 20th centuries.  
 
This said, however, Latinos currently comprise a minority 
that is not fully participating in the technological revolutions. 
They are on the wrong side of a digital divide that if not 
rectified could adversely impact this population—and 
consequently American society. Because videogames are 
more popular with Latinos than traditional Internet access 
and more conventional uses of the Internet [36], this research 
is predicated on the possibility of using videogames to help 
this group cross the digital divide.  In order to do so, this 
research project will assess the impact of broadband-enabled 
MMOGs on Latinos. 
 
According to the Pew Internet, videogame playing is almost 
universal among teenagers across all groups. Apart from cell 
phone videogames, there is no difference in the devices used 
by teenagers to play videogames. Lower income teenagers, 
however, are more likely to say that they play cell phone 
videogames than upper middle class families. This is 
interesting in light of the fact that teens from upper income 
(+$75k per annum) families are only marginally (79% vs. 
63%) more likely to own cell phones [36].  
 
Race and ethnicity seem to influence the types of games 
played. Black and Latino teens are more likely to play sports, 
adventure, fighting, and survival horror games than their 
white counterparts, who are more likely to play more 
complex online games. MMOG are most popular among 
white youth. Since many of the advantages in terms of 
training and teamwork come through MMOGs, it should be 
noted that MMOGs are also more popular among teenagers 
from educated households. Households with parents whose 
education background is high school or lower tend to be 
more likely to play videogames alone [36].  
 
The significance of these statistics speaks to the role of group 
dynamics in videogames. Although there are arguably some 
advantages to solo play, MMOGs are still more 
advantageous from a societal perspective. Research has 
shown that MMOG players learn important business and 
social skills through their multiplayer environments. These 
skills include working well with others, maintaining a social 
setting with highly volatile group dynamics, leadership, 
division of labor, and communication [1, 13]. If a significant 
number of players are white and upper middle class, the 
social status quo is merely perpetuated.  Inducing 
underprivileged classes like Hispanics to play these games 
will prove a significant step toward bridging the digital 
divide and creating a meritocracy where everyone can 
compete on a level playing field in the global digital 
economy.   
. 
 
7. CONCLUSION 
 
I have argued that we must establish a deeper understanding 
of the social, cultural, economic, and political impacts of the 
videogame industry in the U.S, specifically of MMOGs in 
relation to U.S. Latinos.   Specifically, we need to understand 
how a computer game–driven MMOG broadband model may 
boost digital inclusion and thus mitigate social ills 
engendered by information inequality; 
 
Given the pivotal role of broadband access in the information 
society, further research is still required to explore the role 
MMOGs play in the lives of U.S. Latinos and how their 
experiences in the virtual world of videogames, via 
broadband access, alter their perceptions of the real-life 
physical world (e.g. family, work, religion, etc.).  Similarly, 
future research may suggest ways in which governmental 
actions can support infrastructure that promotes serious 
computer MMOGs via broadband by at-risk communities. 
 
It is important to note that progress has been made in telecom 
and municipal broadband reform. This said, nonetheless, the 
most difficult challenge of policy implementation remains on 
the horizon. Establishing effective and responsive federal, 
state and local legislation that furthers our free-market 
enterprise all the while fulfilling the growing needs of all 
consumers will be a challenge. Specifically, testing the limits 
of competition in unbalanced markets and creating laws that 
promote economic development and universal access will 
require extremely informed and very competent policy 
makers.  The daunting task of providing universal access 
must be prioritized on governmental agendas if the 
increasing divide between the telecom/knowledge and 
disparaged groups is to ever be fully addressed.  As federal 
and state legislation takes center stage in this new decade, the 
legislations being crafted reflect this increased dependency 
on ICTs like municipal broadband as information networks 
and serious videogames as knowledge drivers. The 
opportunities are enormous and the challenges are unlike 
those encountered in the past history of telecommunications. 
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